sphere. In recent years Muslim women in particular have been subjected to intense public scrutiny, yet these controversies have largely been limited to provocative comments on the hijab and sharia law. These narrow debates have served to silence the experiences and the concerns of Muslim women and of scholars and community workers who engage the intersections of gender, race and religion.
The conference sought to establish a space for constructive dialogue around the perspectives which are marginalised in public discussions, focusing on how gender, race and religion shape notions of belonging and exclusion in Australia. Ideas around gender, race and religion have long been deployed in the construction of national identity, and are particularly evident in current representations of 'aggressive' and 'misogynistic'
Islam as the ultimate alien other in 'tolerant' Judeo-Christian Australia. In minority communities, questions over community leadership, representation, and responses to racism have often revolved around constructions of culture, faith and gender roles. We sought papers and presentations from all disciplinary perspectives in order to build a conversation across spectra of belief, scholarship and community.
This interest developed through the ongoing work of the two conference organisers, Dr Tanja Dreher and Dr Christina Ho, both of the University of Technology, Sydney. In research on Muslim women and the media and on Muslim women's networks, the organisers found a need for 'safe spaces' to discuss issues of gender, race and religion, as women's rights had been 'hijacked' in public debate (Ho 2007) and Muslim women struggled to be heard on their own terms in the media (Dreher 2003 (Dreher , 2006 .
Why 'Not Another Hijab Row'?
The title provoked many comments and questions in the lead up to the conference. interesting papers addressing perceptions and experiences around Muslim women's covering. Our aim was not to 'censor' any mention of the hijab -as if we even could! -but rather to suspend, for a short time, the intense focus on this one particular item of clothing, significant though it is. One of the great ironies is that the more public debate fixates on the hijab, the less space there is for Muslim women to talk about the range of issues that affect their lives (see Hussein in this volume). Rather than censoring, the title was intended to signal a shift in emphasis and a space for conversations that are not limited by the simplistic terms of so much public debate.
Another common question -was this to be a conference about Muslim women? And why were we, two non-Muslim women, organising it? While the conference was intended to make a space for a diversity of Australian Muslim women's perspectives and experiences, it was not intended as a conference specifically for or about Muslim women. For one thing, we were very aware that Muslim women in Australia regularly organise all manner of events and conferences. As organisers we understood our role as summed up in the subtitle -new conversations on gender, race, religion and the making of communities. While Muslim women are currently under intense scrutiny, it is only fitting that questions around Islam and gender should occupy a prominent position in such a conference. But our overall agenda was a wider one, and we were very excited to see the range of papers exploring issues around gender, nationalism, the secularreligious divide, the politics of community and antiracism and interfaith work.
These are difficult times for those working at the intersection of gender and race. For one of us (Dreher) , as a participant in the protest action, the experience was another instruction in the politics of representation and the dilemmas of contemporary antiracism work. We spent considerable time in tying the flags to ensure that they would not be read as hijab. Given previous experiences of misrepresentation, participants were wary of media attention and a decision was taken to make no comment to journalists or sustained retreat from both the language and policies of antiracism (see Ho and Dreher 2006) . While the mainstream media has been a crucial forum for a decade of 'race debates' in Australia, it is extremely difficult to mobilise irony or a complex politics of representation within the news media (see Dreher 2003) .
Despite the recurring attention to hijab in media and public debate, nuanced discussion is remarkably rare. It is not surprising that the hijab or veil has become such a contested symbol in the current climate of fear and hostility towards Muslims. As Bouma and Brace-Govan (2000: 168) write, 'This external bodily expression of an internally held religious faith runs counter to Australian social expectations that religiosity is a private affair and should be kept out of the public arena.'
In particular, the veiled woman has been the key symbol of the anxiety over Islam's 'oppression of women'. After September 11, images of veiled women reached 'epic proportions' (Ayotte and Husain, 2005: 117) At a more micro level, research on particular Muslim women's veiling practices has shown how the adoption of a pious identity can be used as a creative means for carving out greater personal freedom within family and community contexts. For example, studies have shown how young South Asian women in the UK appeal to Islamic scriptures about the importance of education and women's rights in marriage to justify their desires to seek higher education or professional careers. As Butler (1999: 147) argues, 'These women are using Islam as a tool to question traditional culture' (see also 
